






Specifi c watershed stressors include:

• Nutrients, chloride, organic enrichment (low dissolved oxygen), metals, and 
sedimentation/siltation are major causes of impairment in the river tributaries and 
mainstem. Nutrients and bacteria are major causes of water quality impairment in lakes.

• Erosion degrades water quality and aquatic habitat.

• Monitoring data indicates chloride levels are steadily rising in rivers, streams and lakes.

• There are hundreds of fl ood-prone structures. Many structures affected by fl oods in 2017, 
as well as other fl ood events before or after, are outside of mapped fl ood hazard areas.

• Both traditional and “green” stormwater infrastructure may be insuffi cient for runoff 
volume or need repair.

• More than half of the wetland acreage in the planning area has been lost since 
European settlement. Due to the largely developed character of the planning area, 
opportunities for wetland restoration are limited.

• Stakeholders are generally unaware of the watershed stressors or do not have the 
experience or resources necessary to take action.

• More collaboration among jurisdictions is needed to address many of the watershed 
problems and take advantage of watershed opportunities.

OUR FINDINGS:

A System Under Stress
M

any rivers and lakes in the planning area are impaired by nutrients, 
sediments, metals, chloride, bacteria, and other forms of pollution.  
Pollution enters water bodies through stormwater runoff and wastewater 

from the surrounding landscape and from erosion of upland soils and streambanks.  
Some pollutants are likely legacy materials that are present in stream sediments 
from activities that occurred during past development of the watershed.  

Fish and aquatic invertebrates found in rivers and streams indicate degraded 
water quality and aquatic habitat. Rivers and lakes have high levels of nutrients, 
which can result in algae blooms. These algae blooms can produce harmful 
effects to people and aquatic life, limit recreational activities, and reduce 
aesthetic quality.

Record fl ooding in the region July of 2017 was accompanied by urban 
fl ooding in many areas outside of mapped fl ood hazard areas. Intense rainfall 
overwhelms older or undersized infrastructure. Wetland coverage is greatly 
reduced from its former extent and due to the developed nature of much of the 
watershed planning area, it is unlikely that large swaths of former wetlands can be 
restored. The capacity of wetlands to provide benefi ts such as fl ood water storage, 
uptake or retention of pollutants such as nutrients and sediment, and provision of 
basefl ow to lakes and streams is correspondingly reduced.

Clockwise from top left: NBWW Water Quality Sampling; 
Glenview West Fork Steambank Stabilization Project; 
Riparian Lake Shoreline Buffer at the Chicago Botanic 
Garden; 2021 Chicago River Day Clean up in the 
Middle Fork.

ARE YOU A 
WATERSHED STAKEHOLDER?

Watershed stakeholders that 
contributed to the planning process 

include municipalities, townships, 
county agencies, wastewater 

treatment plant representatives, and 
the broader community of homeowner 

associations, businesses, non-profi t 
organizations, institutions, and 

residents living, working or 
providing interest in the 

planning area.

T
he North Branch Chicago River Watershed 
Planning Area is largely developed and it is 
projected that the impervious surface will

increase in the future.  Increased imperviousness of the 
landscape results in a greater volume of stormwater 
runoff that must be detained or infi ltrated in order to 
avoid an increase in downstream fl ood elevations.  
Additionally, impervious surfaces such as roads and 
parking lots are linked to urban pollutants such as 
chloride and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons 
(PAHs), which are considered major causes associated 
with aquatic life impairments in the watershed 
planning area. If severe weather events such as those 
that resulted in the July 2017 fl ood become more 
frequent in the future, fl ooding in urban areas and 
along fl oodplains will be exacerbated. Similarly, more 
severe weather events, higher annual rainfall and 
more erratic weather patterns will lead to increased 
erosion of streams.

WHAT’S AT RISK IN 
THE PLANNING AREA?
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The North Branch Chicago River Watershed-Based Plan
was completed following guidance from the Illinois Environmental Protection Agency and U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency. Funding for this plan was provided, in part, by the Illinois Environmental Protection Agency 

through Section 319 of the Clean Water Act and the Lake County Stormwater Management Commission.

10 in 10 
TEN ACTIONS FOR STAKEHOLDERS TO 

TAKE IN THE NEXT TEN YEARS
Adopt the watershed-based plan and 
implement high priority actions and/
or projects, including the allocation 
of funding for project implementation 
and maintenance.

Determine a lead watershed 
organization to guide watershed 
plan implementation, implement the 
education and outreach strategy, 
provide technical assistance to 
watershed stakeholders, and 
coordinate multi-partner projects.

Municipalities and counties work 
collaboratively and proactively to 
mitigate fl ood problem areas.

Utilize low-impact development 
and stormwater best management 
practices in new development and 
retrofi t/maintain existing development 
to reduce and fi lter stormwater runoff 
from impervious areas.

Restore wetlands, wherever possible, as 
opportunities are extremely limited in 
the planning area.

Stabilize the worst “severe” eroding
streambanks and lake shorelines
using techniques that provide water 
quality and aquatic habitat benefi ts.

Continue watershed water quality 
monitoring to provide a more 
complete temporal and geographic 
picture of water quality in the 
planning area.

Reduce the amount of chloride 
in runoff by implementing best 
practices for winter maintenance 
and providing educational trainings 
and materials.

Reduce phosphorus and fecal 
coliform loads in runoff through best 
management practices, projects, 
and programs.

Use the results of watershed 
monitoring programs to strategically 
target projects, develop programs, 
and update this watershed plan.
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Take Action!

Photos courtesy of Lake County Stormwater Management Commission


